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            THE HISTORY OF EVOLUTIONARY BIOLOGY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        *Samantha*

      

      

      Sitting in my old apartment’s tiny kitchen, I tried my best to listen as Nakita performed a play-by-play of last week’s online chess drama. She stood at the counter, grinding gingerroot and peppermint leaves using a pestle and mortar. Every now and then, she punctuated her monologue with a clatter of marble against marble, or the tap of her phone, like a one-woman percussion section with strong opinions about a global fandom.

      Kendra was out, as usual—still spending most nights at her boyfriend’s place—and Diya, my favorite person in the world who currently hated me, was still sleeping off a night float rotation and was due to wake up any moment. Thus, presently, it was just Nakita and me, plus a kitchen table that was approximately the size of a cafeteria tray, and a new, monstrous Edible Arrangement I’d brought as another peace offering.

      The arrangement squatted on the stovetop like an alien queen head, bristling with pineapple stars and chocolate-covered strawberries, shedding flecks of coconut onto every available surface. It was, in a word, ridiculous. But it was also one of Diya’s favorite things to receive as a gift.

      “—so then they said, if you read all the An-Romic fic, you’d know that it’s not even about the chess, it’s about the unresolved sexual tension,” Nakita was saying as she scooped the peppermint and ginger mixture into a tea infuser. “But then obviously the An-Romval stans had to weigh in, and you know they’re feral about historical accuracy, so it’s just all-out war at this point with the An-Romvals on your side.”

      I tried to focus, but the bouquet kept drawing my eye, its bamboo-skewer spine slouching to the left. It looked like it was leaning in, listening with interest to Nakita’s summary of how the online chess fandom was reacting to the latest news this week of Henrik and Tobias’s lawsuit against me. Also, as far as I could follow based on Nakita’s descriptions, someone had snapped a photo of Andreas and Roman Buckley walking together in Central Park recently and it had caused a fervor of speculation.

      Were they official? Were they finally dating now that Andreas’s fake engagement had been made public? Were they scoping out apartments together? Were they planning to get married and adopt children? Rumors were swirling like mad and Nakita was all over it.

      “Sam,” Nakita said, waving a hand in front of my face. “You spaced. I just told you, the An-Romics are not very happy with you at all.”

      I blinked and tried to rejoin the conversation at the last noun I remembered. “An-Romics?” I echoed, which bought me a solid three seconds as Nakita pulled off the little foil freshness seal on the bear-shaped plastic honey dispenser with her teeth.

      “You know, the Andreas and Roman shippers. The An-Romics? Have you been listening at all? For someone who’s basically the main character in this whole debacle, you’re really bad at keeping up with your own discourse.”

      Nakita finally plopped down at the table, slopping a mug of tea for me dangerously close to my left hand, and shoved a napkin toward me.

      I made a face. “Sorry, I can’t keep up with all the names. And I still don’t understand why the Andreas–Roman shippers are called An-Romics when you told me the couple name for Andreas and me is Sam-Dreas, which makes a lot more sense, right?”

      Nakita rolled her eyes, the way only someone who had, in her own words, “devoured three hundred thousand words of chess RPF in two days” could (where RPF stands for Real Person Fiction).

      “Because there’s two sets of Andreas–Roman shippers. Those that want them to be romantic—the An-Romics. And those that love them as archrivals—the An-Romvals.” She counted them off on her fingers, then reached over to the stove without even needing to stand, plucked a chocolate strawberry from the food bouquet, and crammed half into her mouth. “It’s a taxonomy, Sam.”

      I smiled at her joke as I processed this. Forcing myself to feign interest, I asked, “But I thought you said the An-Romvals want them together as well?”

      Truly, the last thing in the world I wanted to talk about was Andreas Kristiansen. But I couldn’t blame Nakita for constantly bringing him up to me.

      The last two months had been a constant, headlong trip through the minefield of self-loathing. After the new year, I’d invited myself over to the apartment and come clean to my former roommates about my lies, but none of the truly private details were disclosed. Nothing about Andreas’s deceiving me about his reasons for approaching me initially; I didn’t tell them about Henrik and Tobias’s antics either, only that they opposed my inheriting the shares; and no mention of Andreas manipulating my funding with Dr. Hauser.

      This was also the same amount of information I’d shared with my grandfather and—more or less—anyone at work who asked. I shared just enough factual information about the will and inheritance law to explain why I’d lied about the engagement as a cover for the adoption.

      In my grandpa’s case, we were just starting to get to know each other again. He’d been upset that I’d allowed myself to be adopted by anyone—especially someone with the last name of Kristiansen—and I didn’t want him worrying about me because of Henrik and Tobias. But also, I didn’t particularly trust him yet. One step at a time.

      Thus, Nakita thought Andreas and I were still on good terms and had no idea how uncomfortable these conversations were for me. But so what? I’d been the bad friend who lied. If Nakita wanted to talk about Andreas and the chess global online fandom, I would listen. I considered it penance.

      Nodding as she chewed on the strawberry, she said, “Yeah, but the An-Romvals want Andreas and Roman together as enemies. They want them to be together, but—like—have them hate being together. You see?”

      “I see,” I lied, sipping my tea. The peppermint hit my tongue like a fluoride treatment at a dentist’s office. “Thank you for the explanation and your patience with me.”

      Nakita raised an eyebrow, then did a head-tilt squint as her gaze moved over my face. “Have you been sleeping? No shade, but you’re looking really tired these days.”

      I considered deflecting, then decided it was less work to just say, “Not really. The new apartment has been an adjustment. I guess I’m not used to living alone.” This was true, but not the entire truth.

      I wasn’t used to living alone and over the last two months since the will reading in Paris, I’d discovered that I did not like living alone. Also, I was sleepwalking again. Not every night, or even every other night, just enough to stress me out and make me dread my own bed.

      But I didn’t want to tell Nakita about the sleepwalking for fear it would end up in a chess fandom RPF.

      She sent me a sympathetic look. “Yeah, I totally get that. I would hate living by myself. Where is the apartment? Close by?”

      I nodded, though I didn’t elaborate on exactly where. I hadn’t moved into the apartment Andreas arranged for me. I couldn’t bring myself to do it even though it appealed to my thrifty sensibilities. Instead, upon arriving back in the United States, I’d checked into a Marriot near JFK and stayed there for two weeks during the holidays since all the other moderately priced hotels in New York City were booked.

      I knew I wouldn’t be welcomed back here with my old roommates, not after all my lies, so I didn’t even ask. After the holiday break, Kaitlyn insisted I move in with them until I could find a permanent place.

      In the end, after a month of searching, Martin and Kaitlyn—but mostly Martin—pulled some strings and helped me get an apartment in their building.

      Only Kaitlyn and my security team knew where I lived. I hadn’t told anyone else. As mentioned, Nakita was not known for her discretion, especially with strangers, or acquaintances, or taxi drivers, or people online. After all the media attention since the will reading, the fewer people who knew where I lived the better.

      Nakita gave me a squintier look, then changed track. “So, have you been able to make any headway with Diya? Is that why you’re here today?”

      “Not yet, but I’m not just here to see Diya. I wanted to see you, too.” I tried for a little smile, but the best I could do was a brief uptilt at the corners of my mouth.

      After I broke the news to my former roommates that my engagement to Andreas was fake, Diya had gone full ice queen. She’d stopped replying to my texts, didn’t acknowledge me in the group chat, and never referred to me directly when we were in a room together. Nakita and Kendra were both pretty mad, but nothing like Diya.

      Nakita had started talking to me again within a month, and Kendra shortly after, but trying to get through to Diya was an ongoing struggle. Her sense of betrayal had the force of a neutron star.

      But I got it. I did. I completely understood her perspective. If I didn’t understand, I would’ve been a huge hypocrite instead of just a moderate-sized hypocrite. I’d lied to them about Andreas being my fiancé. We’d gone out to dinner with them before Thanksgiving as an engaged couple and put on a lovey-dovey show. No one likes being lied to.

      Ask me how I know.

      I wasn’t going to let my friendship with Diya go without a fight. Nakita, Kendra, and Diya were important to me. I was in the wrong and I needed to make it up to them.

      Nakita sipped her tea, saying, “Just give her time. I’m sure when she sees this big fruit basket you brought over, it’ll soften her a little. It’s all her favorite things. She’s always talking about how she wants more pineapple and less cantaloupe. Thank you for the tea, by the way!” She gestured to the tin on the countertop near the sink.

      I’d brought Nakita a fancy tin of loose-leaf Assam, and for Kendra I’d brought a cozy wool throw blanket because she was always complaining that the apartment was too cold.

      “You don’t need to thank me,” I said, meaning the words.

      I’d been compulsively sending gifts to all three of my former roommates for weeks, unable to resist the urge to buy their goodwill one macaron tower or cold brew subscription at a time. Retail therapy, except the therapy was for my own guilt and the recipient was always someone else.

      Nakita swirled her mug, then returned to her favorite topic. “Anyway, the Sam-Dreas shippers don’t even care that he legally adopted you. Once I explained how you two used to know each other and that he was just trying to do the right thing by making sure you inherited your family’s shares, they totally came around. Like, overnight. There’s even a new board called the Inheritance Trope Safe Zone, and you are their queen.” She grinned, like this should be good news.

      I did my best to school my expression, but I could feel my cheeks heating up anyway.

      The biggest mistake I’d made while explaining myself to my former roommates was not explicitly telling Nakita to keep it all a secret. Within days, she’d shared the details online, which led to a cascade of posts and, eventually, emails from real-life journalists asking for comment. Not that I’d ever had much of an online presence, but I’d gone completely underground after that, deleting all the accounts I did have and avoiding social media and online news. I also had to block reporters and screen all my phone calls.

      Tara still worked with me, which had been a huge blessing. We’d started dressing in identical outfits. Both her competence and the fact that we looked so much alike had saved me more than once. She was great at running interference with anyone who tried to approach me, mostly outside my work, by pretending to be me and leading reporters away so I could safely walk from the car to the biology building or vice versa.

      Last week an influencer with a chess-adjacent online following had staked out the biology building, waiting for me to emerge so she could get “a reaction video” to the news that Andreas had been spotted in Central Park with Roman Buckley. Tara darted away and the influencer had followed.

      Basically, I was grateful for Tara every single day.

      “Hey,” Nakita said, plucking another strawberry from the fruit bouquet and popping it into her mouth. “So, have you heard from Andreas?”

      I forced a noncommittal smile as a cold lump formed in my stomach. “No.”

      This was not a lie. I hadn’t spoken to him once since Paris. But every time I saw Nakita, she always asked me about Andreas. My answer was always some variation of the same response.

      No. I’m sure he’s very busy.

      No. We don’t really know each other.

      No. We’re not actually friends and don’t keep in contact.

      No. He helped me, and that’s basically it.

      Nakita squinted at me, and for a second I wondered if she could read minds. “When’s the last time you heard from him?”

      “I’m sure he’s busy,” I said, picking up my tea for a sip.

      “I know he’s busy, but when is the last time you two spoke?”

      I shrugged. “Uh, just after the will reading, right before Christmas.” Which was true, if you didn’t count the emails from his personal assistant, Elio. Which I didn’t.

      Elio had emailed me several times since the new year, usually with some random piece of information or paperwork related to finalizing the transition of my father’s Genetix shares. He had also been the one to send me the real version of Oskar Kristiansen’s will.

      Most recently, Elio had emailed about logistics for the lawsuit brought by Henrik and Tobias contesting my inheritance of the Genetix shares, and whether I wanted to retain their preferred law firm.

      “Of course,” he’d typed, “Mr. Kristiansen is anxious to help you fight this frivolous claim in any way possible. All you need to do is reach out.”

      Of course.

      Every message from Elio was formal and signed off with, “Mr. Kristiansen wishes you the very best.” At first the messages made me so damn mad, especially when I’d read the real will. But more recently, they made me cry. The last one in particular had sent me straight into a bubble bath of feelings. I hadn’t allowed myself to think about why. It felt too big, too dangerous, and too unwieldy to contemplate.

      “Andreas hasn’t called you at all?” Nakita continued to press.

      Maintaining my unconcerned smile, like this was very normal and fine, I modulated my voice to indifferent. “Like I’ve mentioned before, we’re not close. At all. He helped me with this one thing, that’s it. I honestly don’t even know him very well.” This, obviously, was also true.

      What did I know about Andreas Kristiansen truly? Nothing.

      When I looked back at the almost two months we spent together, I realized that he’d never communicated anything meaningful about himself. I knew about his childhood because we’d grown up together during our shared summers. But any time I’d asked him about himself during those weeks we’d spent in his apartment, he either gave me basic answers or redirected the conversation back to me.

      Even so, I missed him. I missed him so much it made my stomach hurt whenever I let myself think about him.

      Nakita finished her tea and sat back in the chair, openly studying me. “Well, have you called him? Because he’s been basically off the radar since losing the Italy tournament to Roman. I think this is the longest he hasn’t posted anything on social media.”

      I blinked. “He didn’t lose the tournament in Italy, he came in second,” I said, before I could catch the words.

      Nakita raised both eyebrows. “For him, that’s losing. First time he hasn’t won a major tournament in years. Are you sure you don’t want to call him?”

      I shook my head, then realized Nakita was waiting for more explanation. “No. I’ve been busy, too. I haven’t really had any time.” I set my mug down, wishing I could crawl under the kitchen table and never come out.

      Nakita made a noise that was half annoyed, half disbelieving. “You’re so stubborn. He literally got you your father’s shares back, and you can’t even check to see if he’s alive?”

      I wanted to laugh, but knew it would sound bitter. So, instead, I spoke the truth. “Nakita, as I’ve said several times, we aren’t that close. I’m not someone he wants to hear from. I’m honestly nobody to him.”

      Nakita watched me for a minute, then sighed. “He hasn’t been doing any online matches or appearances either. Instead of showing up, he’s been donating money to multiple animal rescue charities for every missed match, including his own charity.”

      I frowned. “His own? He has a charity?” Again, asking the question before I could catch myself.

      Nakita looked at me like I’d grown a second head. “You know, his charity? The one he started for animal rescue and rehabilitation?” When I shook my head, she looked genuinely shocked. “Huh. Maybe you guys aren’t that close. He never talked about his animal rescue work? He’s, like, infamous for donating to shelters and personally funds an exotic animal rescue in upstate New York. They had a spread about it in American Chess Quarterly.”

      This was news to me. I tried to think back. Had he ever mentioned animal rescue work? He was vegan, but had said it was for health reasons.

      I remembered when we were kids, how much he’d loved animals, how he’d cried when that bird died and how we’d held a funeral for it. I’d meant what I said when we went on that wine bar date after he returned from London. I didn’t want to look up information about him online. I wanted him to tell me about himself. Now, it seems, since he never told me and I’d never internet stalked him, I still knew basically nothing about Andreas Kristiansen.

      Whatever. Just another thing about himself he’d never wanted to share with me.

      “Let me have your phone,” Nakita said, placing her hand on the table, palm up.

      I hesitated, then reached in my leggings pocket and handed it over. She unlocked the browser and started typing, narrating as she went. “You have to see this. It’s literally adorable.”

      I heard a bedroom door open up somewhere and my heart leapt to my throat. Diya is up. Turning around in the chair, I waited and listened to the sounds of Diya moving around. Another door opened then closed. A few moments passed before she appeared, likely stopping by the bathroom first before shuffling into the kitchen.

      When she caught sight of me, she stopped dead in her tracks, her hazy, sleepy gaze turning hard.

      I waved, not allowing myself too much hope. “Hi. It’s good to see you. I brought you fruit.”

      Her attention flickered to the alien-queen-head Edible Arrangement on the stove. She sighed. Loudly.

      Silently, Diya walked past me to the refrigerator.

      Meanwhile, Nakita tapped through a few links, and without looking up said, “Did you sleep okay? Were we too loud?”

      “I didn’t hear you at all. Thanks for keeping it down.” Diya directed her sleep-roughened voice toward the interior of the fridge. “Where are my leftovers?”

      “Behind the OJ,” Nakita responded, then turned my phone so I could see the screen.

      An exotic animal rescue website home page was revealed, a study in professional branding, with a blue and white color scheme, and understated serif fonts. In the header, a photo of Andreas crouching next to a small, besuited capuchin monkey. The monkey perched on his shoulder, tugging at his hair, and Andreas was smiling. An actual, unguarded smile, the kind I’d only seen on him a handful of times.

      Below the banner was a product carousel featuring, among other things, a resin Andreas Kristiansen Chess Set. The pawns were meerkats, the bishops were owls, the rooks were turtles, the knights were panthers, and the kings and queens were modeled after wolves in miniature.

      Nakita scrolled down to the donation stats. “He’s raised over three hundred grand in the last month. Every time there’s chess world drama, the animal rescue gets a ton of money. It’s so weird but also kind of brilliant.”

      I stared at the photo, at the way the monkey was yanking Andreas’s hair and he didn’t even seem to mind, and my heart did a sad little deflating thing in my chest, like it had been punctured by sharp regret, a longing for something I didn’t wish to name because it was so entirely out of my reach.

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      I glanced up and found Diya looking at me. And . . . talking to me? Whoa. Diya acknowledging my existence was a huge improvement.

      Straightening in my seat, I allowed my hope to balloon. “Nothing. I’m fine. How are you?”

      Her expression flattened and she shut the fridge, muttering under her breath, “You’re clearly not fine, but whatever. Forget I asked.”

      I glanced at Nakita, hoping for some help, but discovered she was still holding my phone and—from my vantage point—appeared to be poking around my contacts.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Nakita stood up and moved away from the table. “You need to call Andreas.”

      Panic detonated in my chest and I shot up from my chair. “Don’t—no. He doesn’t want to hear from me.”

      Nakita, who was much faster than I’d ever be even when I had a full night’s sleep, held the phone high over her head and danced out of reach as I tried to snatch it back. “I don’t believe that. You two were obviously much closer than you’re letting on. He could be waiting for you to call and say thank you for helping get your father’s company back!”

      I darted around the table, but Nakita had a good four inches and ten pounds on me, and she used both to her advantage. She pressed Call before I could even form a coherent protest. This was happening too fast, it felt like she’d knocked the wind from my lungs.

      “I don’t—please—don’t—” I wheezed, but then the ringing started, and my brain went to static.

      Nakita grinned. “Talk to him. He just lost his dad, he lost the Rome tournament. I’m sure he wants to hear from you. Trust me.”

      The phone rang once, twice. My palms went slick and my heart banged against my rib cage. By the third ring, I felt certain he wouldn’t answer and I started to relax. If it went to voicemail, Nakita might drop this issue once and for all.

      But on the fourth ring, there was a click, and then a voice on the other end of the line, clear and unmistakable.

      “Hello?” Andreas said. “Samantha?”
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      I froze, the kitchen, the fruit bouquet, even Diya and Nakita blurring out of focus. I had not heard his voice in weeks, but it was exactly the same as I remembered—precise, careful, but with an edge underneath.

      I could not breathe.

      Nakita mouthed, Say something! but my throat had sealed itself shut. I waited, hoping maybe he’d think it was a spam call or a butt dial. Maybe he’d simply hang up and I could have plausible deniability.

      “Samantha?” he said again, and this time there was something about how he’d said my name that made my heart crack open, just a little.

      I drew in a breath and opened my mouth to speak. My face went hot enough to fry eggs. Why had he answered?

      Nakita leaned back and shouted at my phone like she was far away from it. Or maybe in a canyon trapped under a heavy object. “Hi, Andreas! It’s Nakita. I’m using Sam’s phone but she’s right here. We were just calling to check on you, make sure you’re okay, after the tournament and your dad and every⁠—”

      I lunged forward and snatched the phone out of Nakita’s hand, a surge of strange protectiveness for Andreas and his privacy catching me off guard. I gave Nakita the kind of dirty look that would sterilize a petri dish, then took the call off speaker.

      There was a second of breathless silence on the line. I pressed the phone to my ear and forced myself to croak out, “Sorry to disturb you. Nakita took my phone from me and called you without my knowing. It won’t happen again. Bye.”

      I started to hang up, but Andreas said, “Wait, wait. Don’t hang up.”

      I didn’t hang up. Of course I didn’t. The rational part of my brain screamed at me to end the call, but my thumb hovered over the screen like a chicken at the edge of a crosswalk. So dumb. And chickeny.

      More silence, then, “How have you been?” The words were gentle, full of an earnestness that made my vision blur. I had not expected gentleness. I had not expected anything. I honestly hadn’t even expected him to answer. Why did he answer?!

      I didn’t know how to respond to his question. There was nothing I could say that wouldn’t betray the fact that he’d messed me up more than anyone had in over a decade. I stared into the middle distance of the old kitchen, trying to breathe through the knot in my throat and the tightness in my lungs.

      I felt both Nakita and Diya watch me. They were waiting for me to say something, to give some sign of life. Instead, I just stood there, letting the seconds tick by.

      Andreas shifted on his side of the call, the faintest scrape of plastic against a cheek, then said, “Elio reached out to you, about my brothers’ lawsuit. Have you received the messages?”

      I managed a “Mmm-hmm.” I did not trust my voice beyond that.

      “I can help you,” he said, his voice deepening. “Remember the woman and child Tobias brought to the will reading? I have information that proves⁠—”

      “Before I let you go,” I interrupted, my heart aching like a motherfucker at his words.

      This was the first time we’d spoken in months and all he wanted to talk about were his brothers? I asked the first thing that came to mind, the question tumbling out, “What was the name of the kombucha drink? The one you bought that was brewed nearby?”

      A pause. Then, a tentative, “You want the name of the kombucha from Brooklyn?”

      “Yes.”

      He cleared his throat. “Uh, it’s called Andromeda. But, listen, that child⁠—”

      “Thank you,” I said, cutting him off, my voice shakier than I would’ve liked. But given how agitated I felt, it was a miracle I could form words at all. “I appreciate the information. Sorry for the interruption. Mmm-hmm. Okay. I won’t call again. Sorry again. Bye.” Saying this last part for Nakita’s benefit, I hung up before he could speak another word.

      I stared at my phone, my hands trembling, and navigated immediately to my contacts. “See, Nakita? He doesn’t want to talk to me. He asked me not to call again,” I lied as I blocked his number, then deleted his contact card.

      Just like that, he was gone. It felt less like cutting a cord and more like tearing out an organ, but I did it anyway. He was never going to apologize. He didn’t care about me. It was always going to be about his brothers and his sick, twisted family. I never wanted to see him again. Ever.

      Logically, I knew this was impossible. I would have to see Andreas—and Tobias, and Henrik—at the major shareholders’ meeting in a few weeks. But maybe I could get away with never actually speaking to him again. Maybe I could⁠—

      “Sam . . . are you okay? Are you—did he really ask you not to call?” Nakita said, her voice genuinely worried now, which almost made me want to forgive her for everything she’d just done.

      Before I could answer, I felt Diya grab my wrist and yank me toward the hallway with force. I let myself be dragged, stumbling after her. Diya pulled me into the bedroom we used to share, then shut the door behind us. Once we were next to my old bed, she pushed me down until I sat.

      Diya also sat, perched next to me, crossing her arms. “Okay. Let’s start from the beginning. And don’t give me any of this bullshit about Andreas Kristiansen being a saint and helping you get your family’s shares back by adopting you and you insisting on pretending to be engaged. I don’t believe that’s the whole story.”

      I buried my face in my hands, squeezing my eyes shut, but the tears started anyway. “I am so sorry, Diya.”

      “I’m not comforting you or forgiving you until you tell me the truth,” she said, her voice gentle but implacable. “The whole truth, Sam. I know there’s more to the story and, I have to be honest here, I’m so damn tired of guessing with you. I spent four years trying to climb over these walls you’ve built and I’m freaking tired of it. Either you trust me and we’re friends, or you don’t trust me and we’re not friends. You can’t have it both ways.”

      I sniffled. “I do trust you.”

      “Listen, I understand why you’re not being forthright with Nakita.” Diya’s tone softened, just a little. “But, honestly, you can trust her, too. You just have to tell her what’s public and what’s private. She’s great, but she doesn’t always know unless you spell it out. She’s an oversharer even about her own stuff, that’s just how she’s made. Think of her like—like a journalist. Everything is on the record unless you invoke the cone of silence ahead of time.”

      I nodded, wiped my nose on my sleeve, and gave myself a second to pull it together. “You’re right. I didn’t tell you the whole story.”

      “I know.” Despite her statement that she wouldn’t comfort me, her hand came up and rested on my shoulder. “And I also know that whatever you’re about to tell me is super top secret. I won’t tell anyone, not even my grandpa.”

      The tears were flowing fast now, saturating my face and wracking my body with sobs. I wasn’t necessarily surprised. I hadn’t let myself cry yet. I’d raged when I told Kaitlyn. I’d tried to be logical when I spoke to my therapist. But I hadn’t really allowed myself to be sad.

      “I’m not mad you lied to me—to us—about the engagement.” Diya started rubbing circles on my back. “I was mad, but when I read the news about how your father died, how your family lost the shares of the company he founded due to a civil suit after his death, how your mom died, then your grandma, I completely understand you doing whatever was necessary to get those shares back. I do. It wasn’t the lie about the engagement; it was the realization that I didn’t actually know anything about you. I can’t be a good friend to you if you’re so stingy about sharing parts of yourself. Does that make sense?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Yes. I’ll tell you.”

      Diya’s arm came around my shoulders and she squeezed. And I took a long, ragged breath, then let it all go.
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        * * *

      

      About an hour later, Diya and I were still in the old bedroom, sitting cross-legged on the mattress, both of us staring at a point on the opposite wall. I’d just finished telling her everything. Not the sanitized, Wikipedia version I’d given Nakita and Kendra, but the raw dataset. All of it.

      When I’d started, Diya’s arm around me had been comforting but her body had been removed and stiff. As I got deeper into the mess, she’d softened. By the end, she was sitting so close our knees touched and she allowed me to rest my head on her shoulder. She listened without interrupting, except to occasionally ask for clarification or blurt out, “Are you serious?” like a shocked TV judge.

      When I got to the part about Paris, and the will reading, and Andreas explaining everything that night in the hotel, and especially the part about Dr. Hauser’s funding, she didn’t even try to hide her rage on my behalf. In the end, she pulled me into a full hug and muttered, “If I ever see Andreas Kristiansen again, I’m going to punch him in the scrotum. And his evil brothers, too.”

      After the hug, we sat there for a long time, just breathing.

      Finally, she said, “I hope you have a good lawyer. I hope you prove your father was innocent.”

      “I do have a good lawyer. In fact”—I breathed a laugh at the absurdity of what I was about to admit—“I have a whole legal team now. They’re going through the documents Kaitlyn obtained about the fraud charges against my father, the civil suit Oskar Kristiansen used to take the shares away from my mom after my father died, the original incorporation documents, and the publicly available IPO paperwork, and they think they’ve discovered some serious inconsistencies. They think Oskar framed my dad.”

      “That’s great!” Diya jumped a little, but then gave her head a quick shake. “Sorry, I mean, it’s not great that Oskar framed your dad. But it’s great that it looks like you’ll be able to clear things up and prove your dad is innocent.”

      “Just not yet. The civil suit was based on the indictment, and it looks like the evidence used for the indictment was either falsified or misleading.” I felt my throat constrict with tangled emotion. “I need access to Genetix’s internal files first, though. I should be able to get everything I need after the shareholder meeting at the end of the month.”

      “What a relief. So . . .” Diya openly studied me. “What are your thoughts, then? What are you thinking about Andreas? Are you going to forgive him?”

      I let out a dry, bitter laugh. “He hasn’t asked for my forgiveness. Like I said, after the will reading, he showed up at my room, explained that he was the one responsible for freezing Dr. Hauser’s funding. He’d let me think it was his brother when it happened. Then he told me he’d arranged an apartment and security for me, gave me money, and that was that.”

      Diya squinted at me, as if examining a particularly mysterious rash. “How did he seem? Was he calm or⁠—?”

      “I don’t honestly know,” I cut her off. “I’d calmed down by the time he came to the hotel room that night. Yes, during the will reading, I was shocked that he’d lied to me about why he’d approached me in the first place. But I honestly got over that part pretty fast.”

      “You did?” Diya raised an eyebrow, skeptical.

      “Of course he’d want his mother’s intellectual property, her music, and would do almost anything to get it. That’s how I felt about getting the shares of Genetix. If I didn’t understand his perspective, I would be a huge hypocrite. Look at how I lied to you all, and you’re my friends. I was basically a stranger to Andreas when he first made contact.”

      “But he could’ve told you the truth,” she said, voice still soft. “He had weeks to tell you the truth while you two lived together.”

      “I know, I know. But I also know myself, so I understand why he didn’t. I’m not a trusting person.”

      Diya’s lips quirked up. “Oh really? You don’t say.”

      We shared a look, and for the first time since the beginning of the conversation, I huffed a laugh.

      “If I were him,” I said, “maybe I wouldn’t have told me the truth either. How could he trust me not to lose my shit when I was so untrusting of him to begin with. It took over a month for me to agree to speak with him at first. Not to mention, by the time we were living together, he’d already maneuvered things with Dr. Hauser.”

      “I get the sense that’s the main thing you’re really angry about,” Diya said. “Andreas not being forthright in the beginning makes sense, sure. But him manipulating you by freezing Dr. Hauser’s funding, and then letting you think it was his brother Tobias is, like, next-level villain stuff.”

      I nodded. “I was—I was so mad. That moment after he told me, I couldn’t think straight. I couldn’t even see him, not really. So, I guess I can’t tell you whether he was calm or upset or what he was feeling that night. My recollection tells me he was cold and distant, but maybe also anxious? Probably to get the conversation over with.”

      Diya shook her head. “I can’t believe he entered into a physical relationship with you while lying to you the whole time.”

      That one hurt. I felt my eyes burn again, but I kept my voice steady. “It was no strings from the beginning. I told him I didn’t want a commitment. I said there would be no feelings.”

      “That doesn’t really make it any better, Sam. He used you.”

      I sighed. “This is where my brain keeps stumbling. I was the one who said no feelings, but I already had feelings. I was just too much of a coward to admit how I felt out loud. I encouraged him to think of things between us as no commitment even though I’d already fallen for him. Every time after the first time we were together, he made it all about me. And whenever I tried to reciprocate, he turned me down.”

      We fell silent, each of us lost in our own thoughts. What I didn’t tell Diya was that Andreas’s hands-on experience with sex and physical intimacy had been basically nonexistent. I’d told Kaitlyn, only because I’d needed someone to talk to about it at the time. But there was no reason to reveal Andreas’s prowess status to Diya now.

      Back then, I’d suspected that the sexual side of our relationship was a lot for him. He’d said he wanted to go slow, and I told myself at the time that I was respecting his boundaries. But had I really? How many situationships had I ended because the guy caught feelings?

      If Andreas had used me physically, then I’d definitely used him too. At the very least, I’d been extremely dishonest about what I really wanted from him.

      After a while, Diya said, “I know you’ve probably talked to your friend Kaitlyn about this. What does she think?”

      “I did talk to Kaitlyn, when it all first happened and I was just really angry. We spent a long time cursing him out together. But she’s been sick off and on this last month, so I didn’t want to bother her with my stupid ongoing drama as my feelings have evolved.”

      Diya made a short, impatient sounding noise. “What about your therapist then? I know you’ve been in therapy for a while.”

      “Yes. I’ve been covering this with my therapist weekly.”

      She nodded approvingly, as if my therapy attendance record counted for something. “Good. What about your grandfather?”

      I lifted an eyebrow, surprised by her question. How did she know I’d been speaking to my grandpa?

      Diya gave me a tight smile. “When you were here last week, I overheard you on the phone with him. I know he was in New York before Christmas and wanted to meet with you. How does he feel about you being adopted?”

      I heaved a huge sigh. “I mean, he's not happy. He and my grandmother didn't agree on much, but they did agree that the Kristiansens framed my father for fraud at the company. They also blame the Kristiansens for the death of their daughter, since she became so despondent after my dad died. In retrospect, I think my mom died of a broken heart partially because of my father’s sudden passing, but also because no one believed her. No one would listen to her about the Kristiansens. She sorta just gave up.”

      “What did he say when you explained about getting your father’s shares back?”

      “It didn’t make much of a difference. He doesn’t care about the company. But when I explained that, with the shares, I would have access to Genetix’s internal files and might be able to clear my father’s name—and therefore prove that my mom was right all along—that seemed to make him come around. He liked the idea of his daughter being vindicated.”

      “And you two are still talking?”

      I nodded. “Weekly. He got the day and time mixed up last week, that’s why we were on the phone here.”

      Diya squinted at me, her gaze assessing. “How’s the sleepwalking? Is that still happening?”

      “It is, but only when I sleep in my new apartment. Mostly, I’m still sleeping on Kaitlyn’s couch at night.” I hadn’t bought any furniture except a mattress for the new apartment, and even that wasn’t being used except as a place to sit. I didn’t sleep great on Kaitlyn’s couch, but I also didn’t sleepwalk if I slept in her apartment. I did, however, always sleepwalk when I tried to sleep in my new, big, empty apartment.

      “Hmm.” Diya inspected me. “You look really tired. What if—and let me know honestly what you think—what if I moved in until the sleepwalking situation improves? You shouldn’t be alone.”

      I felt tears prick at my eyes again. “That would be—that would be so great. Thank you.”

      Diya reached over and gave my hand a squeeze. “My schedule is crazy, but if I’m not working at night, I can sleep at the apartment with you.”

      Exhaling a fair bit of relief, I nodded.

      Gaze growing scrutinizing again, Diya asked, “I hate to repeat the question, but what are you thinking about Andreas now? I only ask because your sleepwalking seemed to start when he reentered your life. Maybe if you can resolve your feelings for him, it might go away. Just a thought.”

      I shrugged. “I try not to think about him at all. Obviously, my feelings were all one-sided. Obviously, he never cared about me at all. I was nothing but a pawn in his game against his family.”

      “Why ‘obviously’?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Come on, Diya.”

      Diya held up a hand. “Yes, based on the fact that he hasn’t reached out, I agree with you. But I was there that night before Thanksgiving. I saw how he looked at you. He was a man completely, pathetically besotted. I don’t think he’s that good of an actor. No one is.”

      I was already shaking my head before she’d finished speaking. “If he felt anything for me, wouldn’t he have contacted me before now—and not through his PA, but called me personally? Wouldn’t he have apologized? At least once? Wouldn’t he be buying me fruit bouquets and Assam tea and cozy wool blankets? Wouldn’t he be trying everything in his power to make it up to me?”

      Diya stared at me for a beat, then conceded, “You make good points.”

      “No. When I told him no strings, he took me at face value. That’s on me. I’m hurt, but a lot of this was my own doing. He lied, he manipulated things so he could secure his mother’s intellectual property, but he never told me he loved me. He never said he wanted to be with me, or made any commitments. In that at least, he was honest from the beginning. It was me who lied about feelings.” I lifted a hand toward the kitchen where my fateful call with Andreas had occurred less than an hour ago. “The first time we speak in weeks, he wants to talk about his scheming brothers, not about us? He doesn’t give a shit about me. As far as he’s concerned, there never was an us.”

      We sat quietly for a stretch, just the hum of the heater and the distant, muffled sounds of Nakita in the other room.

      Eventually, I said, “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you the entire truth after the new year. I’m so sorry I lied to you at all. I am so sorry I’m a terrible friend, but I want to make it up to you. I will do anything to make it up to you, I promise. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “You’re not going to lose me.” It was Diya’s turn to sigh and she squeezed my hand again before tugging me forward for another hug.

      This time the embrace lasted a lot longer and it felt so good to hold someone, and be held by someone I trusted.

      When we broke apart, Diya smiled. “You’re not going to lose me, but you’re going to have to keep wooing me.”

      I laughed and then sniffled. “Sounds great.”

      Diya patted my shoulder. “I want our relationship to be a two-way street this time. It can’t be me sharing everything and you sharing nothing. I want a real friendship.”

      “Me too.”

      We let the silence settle again. It wasn’t heavy or awkward anymore, and I felt so grateful for her willingness to hear me out, to forgive me.

      After a minute, Diya stood and stretched. “After hearing the whole story, I guess I agree with your conclusion to keep Nakita in the dark with the details about this. If the guy were literally anyone else, I would say invoking the cone of silence would be enough. But she’s got this . . . well, she has strange ideas about her chess celebrities, and I don’t quite understand the parasocial relationship thing she has going on with them.”

      I also stood, reaching around her for the tissue box sitting on my old desk, and grabbed a tissue. “Do you think she would post about it if I told her? Even if I explicitly asked her to keep it a secret?”

      “My guess is she wouldn’t post, but she’d probably write a fanfic about it.”

      We both laughed at that, which felt so much better than crying.

      When the laughter faded, Diya picked up the entire tissue box and passed it to me. “So, what’s going on with the lawsuit, then? Do you think Andreas’s brothers will eventually be able to take your father’s shares back?”

      “No. I don’t think they will.” I dabbed at my eyes. “But they’ll drag it out for a while. Don’t worry. There’s nothing they can do about the shares in the long run. But in the short term, them contesting the will means I have to nominate a proxy to vote the shares until the case is settled.”

      “Ugh. That sucks. I’m sorry.”

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. After the shareholder meeting, I’ll be able to access Genetix’s internal files. Like I said, once I have evidence that my father was wrongly indicted, I’ll be able to clear his name. Plus, there’s something else weird, not related to the company files.”

      Diya’s eyes widened. “Really? What did you find?”

      I hesitated, not because I didn’t trust her, but because I needed her help and we’d just made up.

      “Or is it something you can’t tell me?” she asked.

      If I was going to trust Diya, I might as well go all in. “I actually have a favor to ask. Is that okay?”

      “Yes! Ask!” She laughed lightly. “People who like you want to help you. Ask for more favors.”

      “Would you mind looking at my father’s death certificate?”

      “His death certificate?”

      “Yes. There’s . . . well, there’s something odd about it, and I’d like your professional opinion.”
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